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Sumatra evokes images of jungles roamed by tigers and orangutans, peppered with active 
volcanoes, and stretching from sea to sea, calling surfers with its idyllic beaches. Back in the 
60s and 70s Lake Toba was part of the ‘hippie trail,’ which adds to its charm. Political turmoil 
and a devastating tsunami brought it in the news more recently. 
 
This is an exploration through poetry and photographic images of what Sumatra is to its people 
and their culture. Travelling through Sumatra the way the locals do, inspired the poetry and 
images to tell the tale of the struggle of the everyday people in spite of the richness of their 
coffee, timber and spices plantations. Colonialism is a memory, harsh daily existence still a 
current reality. Tourism is mainly organised in bigger cities, in the predominantly rural areas 
tourists are a rare sight and the western long noses still make girls laugh and babies cry. 
 
‘Horas!’ (Welcome!) to the land of smoking volcanoes and beautiful Batak songs. But also of 
deforested jungles planted now with palms, their oil enriching supermarket products in the 
western malls. 
 
 
Sumatra sonnet 
 
Hello mister, hello miss, nice to meet you! 
You live with landslides, volcanos and the jungle, 
I live with a mortgage and the ocean. 
I love words. You just love to be. 
 
You bury your ancestors in the corn fields, 
my ancestors are buried in my ethnicity. 
Your prayers are carried by fishermen in nets, 
my conversations are bouncing off glass and concrete. 
 
I look for my path in this jungle, it’s steep and slippery. 
The butterfly comes to see me, 
hello kupu-kupu, I hear you bring luck. 
 
I drink coffee with milk, kopi susu, 
my westernised tastebuds construct mornings 
through the fragrant seeds of your land. 
 
 
 
 
Below are images of places, people, landscapes and the butterfly that inspired the writing of this 
poem: 
 
 ‘Smoking Volcanoes and Post-Idyllic Beaches: A Journey in Poems and Images through Post-Colonial 
Sumatra.’ Ioana Petrescu, photographs by Chris Sherrah. 
Transnational Literature Vol. 9 no. 1, December 2016. 
http://fhrc.flinders.edu.au/transnational/home.html 
 
 
3 
 
 ‘Smoking Volcanoes and Post-Idyllic Beaches: A Journey in Poems and Images through Post-Colonial 
Sumatra.’ Ioana Petrescu, photographs by Chris Sherrah. 
Transnational Literature Vol. 9 no. 1, December 2016. 
http://fhrc.flinders.edu.au/transnational/home.html 
 
 
4 
 ‘Smoking Volcanoes and Post-Idyllic Beaches: A Journey in Poems and Images through Post-Colonial 
Sumatra.’ Ioana Petrescu, photographs by Chris Sherrah. 
Transnational Literature Vol. 9 no. 1, December 2016. 
http://fhrc.flinders.edu.au/transnational/home.html 
 
 
5 
 
 
 
 
 ‘Smoking Volcanoes and Post-Idyllic Beaches: A Journey in Poems and Images through Post-Colonial 
Sumatra.’ Ioana Petrescu, photographs by Chris Sherrah. 
Transnational Literature Vol. 9 no. 1, December 2016. 
http://fhrc.flinders.edu.au/transnational/home.html 
 
 
6 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 ‘Smoking Volcanoes and Post-Idyllic Beaches: A Journey in Poems and Images through Post-Colonial 
Sumatra.’ Ioana Petrescu, photographs by Chris Sherrah. 
Transnational Literature Vol. 9 no. 1, December 2016. 
http://fhrc.flinders.edu.au/transnational/home.html 
 
 
7 
What you own 
 
Gold thread, gold handbag, 
smile for the camera, lady for an instant. 
I pose in other people's riches, then take refuge in the jungle. 
 
A millipede crawls on damp leaves 
I slip on mud 
the trees breathe and I fear 
someone will covet this soil’s riches. 
 
 
 
Which Everyday Products Contain Palm Oil  
http://www.worldwildlife.org/pages/which-everyday-products-contain-palm-oil?hc_location=ufi  
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Thomas Leaf Monkey 
 
What if the world was round monkey 
What if the jungle had no key 
What if you had just one zoo wife 
What if you had to mate for life 
What if there were no trees? 
 
What if your calls were ignored monkey 
What if the jungle disappeared 
What if the world closed in on you 
What if nobody cared? 
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Bus from Berestagi 
 
The bus rattles over potholes. 
Dust, passengers, packages stream in 
through the never closing doors. 
Kids jump on the roof, 
men smoke away their health and worries, 
music on high volume streams in from the front. 
 
Women smile at me, 
show us what you bought at the village shop, they say. 
I produce an exquisite small carving from the rucksack, 
wooden box guarded by wizard on lid, they laugh out loud, 
point to my nose: It's as long as the wizard's, they say. 
I laugh and feel different, yet somehow accepted, 
and the bus full of giggles is rattling on.  
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Banyak Islands 
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Banyak Islands 
 
Fisherman of the islands 
resilient focused 
building a boat 
feeding families 
who is the girl in your hut? 
the blonde daughter of conquerors. 
your revenge is late but pure 
 
 
 ‘Smoking Volcanoes and Post-Idyllic Beaches: A Journey in Poems and Images through Post-Colonial 
Sumatra.’ Ioana Petrescu, photographs by Chris Sherrah. 
Transnational Literature Vol. 9 no. 1, December 2016. 
http://fhrc.flinders.edu.au/transnational/home.html 
 
 
12 
 
 
 
 
 ‘Smoking Volcanoes and Post-Idyllic Beaches: A Journey in Poems and Images through Post-Colonial 
Sumatra.’ Ioana Petrescu, photographs by Chris Sherrah. 
Transnational Literature Vol. 9 no. 1, December 2016. 
http://fhrc.flinders.edu.au/transnational/home.html 
 
 
13 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 ‘Smoking Volcanoes and Post-Idyllic Beaches: A Journey in Poems and Images through Post-Colonial 
Sumatra.’ Ioana Petrescu, photographs by Chris Sherrah. 
Transnational Literature Vol. 9 no. 1, December 2016. 
http://fhrc.flinders.edu.au/transnational/home.html 
 
 
14 
Nani 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I like the blueish skin on this young elephant. 
She assesses me from the corner of her eye, 
touches my hand with her trunk, 
kneels to give me a ride; 
no saddle, I sway and scream, 
she gets bored, goes back to her food. 
Tomorrow is her free day, 
she’ll have a bath, elephant mandi, 
then back to her job, 
jungle patrol, just like in The Jungle Book! 
Nani makes my childhood’s story come alive. 
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Boat ride through swamp forest  
 
 
 
 
 
National Geographic were here, he says, 
they gave my son this T-shirt. 
They wanted to see the monkeys, 
westerners are weird, come to see 
monkeys and water and jungle, 
what’s so special, we see them everyday. 
Throws away the empty cigarette packet, 
red indestructible plastic and delicate pink orchids  
create a colourful collage among reeds. 
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_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Ioana Petrescu came to South Australia in 1996 to do a PhD at Flinders University. In 
November 2006 she set up the Poetry and Poetics Centre at the University of South Australia 
and became its founding Director. 
 
Chris Sherrah spends his retirement enjoying travel and photography. 
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